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AN EXPLANATION OF ABOT VI. 3 

By Joseph H. Hertz, London. 

THIS passage in the Baraita min pp, so familiar to us, 
is on closer examination beset with difficulties which some 
commentators have not failed to notice. It reads 1 : 

'He who learns from his fellow a single chapter, a 
single rule, a single verse, a single expression, or even 
a single letter, ought to pay him honour, for so we find 
with David, King of Israel, who learnt only two things 
(-D?n nnm w aba Wnx» 1Kb vbv) from Ahitophel, and 
yet regarded him as his master, his guide, and his familiar 
friend, as it is said : But it was thou, a man, mine equal, my 
guide, and my familiar friend (Ps. 55. 14). Now, is it not 
an argument from minor to major? If David, the King 
of Israel, who learned only two things from Ahitophel, 
regarded him as his master, guide, and familiar friend, 
how much more ought one who learns from his fellow 
a chapter, rule, verse, expression, or even a single letter, 
to pay him honour ? ' 

Now the chief difficulty in this Baraita, in the current 
version, is that the deducing of the duty of honouring one's 
fellow for the instruction of ' even one letter ' from the 
premise of honouring for ' two things ', is called a tDini ?p. 
As the text stands, it is really a Ppl IDin ! Equally puzzling 
is the special and peculiar stress put on 'only two things ' 

The commentators felt this logical irregularity and 
incoherence, and tried in different ways to surmount the 

1 In the translation of the Authorized Prayer Book, p. 205. 
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obstacle. 2 The usual explanation that because David, 
though a king, honoured his subject Ahitophel for two 
teachings received at his hand, therefore an ordinary man 
should honour his fellow even for a single letter learned 
from him, is hardly satisfactory. 8 Too much has to be 
read into the argument as it now stands, which by the very 
nature of a IDini bp ought to be obvious and self-evident. 

A simple alteration in the text, which was reported to 
me years ago in the name of some Russian Lamdan, whose 
name I cannot recall, restores at once the logic of the 
whole passage. The original unvowelled text had D*T3"J32> 
*n5>2, 4 which in the course of time was misread &*"°"] "if. 
Thus David and Ahitophel merely conversed as familiar 
friends, and still David showed Ahitophel all respect ; how 
much the more should this be the case when one 
actually does learn from another ! Accordingly the Baraita 
originally read : 

' He who learns from his fellow a single chapter, a 
2 See e. g. the Spanish preacher R. Joseph Jaabez (15th cent.) ?V 'S 

mas 'do a. i. nabrb ik pish asbism j?iDBn r\n b"i wia»n *$ inpi 
iv'p pj? no nnx m*6 in nnx -im!J bntt Y'p w nnx. His mystical 

answer fails of course to meet the case. 

R. Hayyim of Walosin, in his Abet commentary D^n rVfl, Wilna, 1858, 

remarks : pN iTVttoS> T^lDnrPw pi ijBinTlND IK)!? n5>B> 1HO l"pnD 
nnN niN bv poi>. We need not follow him in his Kabbalistic solution 
of the difficulty. 

* See especially R. Samuel b. Isaac of Upeda (16th cent.) in his well- 
known bvnav tr™ «. /. vbw wb ino i"p m ytt pani> [?"•*] *w 
nvn Tin bv my *pw ~ib>n;b> iets D^tnacm . . . nnx nw t6x iab 
^3 to3 n anu rrri nt io nyi yen Wnw ^k-ib* ybv\ -\vr\ pns 
ma u iimb yn& i"p ri>x nit? rons? run» nDiSit? ui> xxr ni t>j? 
V31 foiyn i!?kb nni: Tisn pto nnx nix bv "ek. 

4 For this phrase, cf. Mai. 3. 16, Ifljn ^N E»K ViaTJ TK ; Mekilta Bo, 
beginning, ed. Friedmann, p. 2, (iX'D DV) 1EJ> (n"3pii) "I2nj N^ HD yBOl 

V"im (Dw:un DV) DnD» laiaB' '•a i>v *|K . . . Ton Tin. 
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single rule, a single verse, a single expression, or even 
a single letter, ought to pay him honour, for so we find with 
David King of Israel, who learnt nothing from Ahitopliel 
but merely conversed with him (Cna-tiB* K7K ^BTVttNO lab i&f 
1373), and yet regarded him as his master, his guide, and 
his familiar friend, as it is said : But it was thou, a man, 
mine equal, my guide, and my familiar friend (Ps. 55. 14). 
Now, is it not an argument from minor to major? If 
David, the King of Israel, who learned nothing from 
Ahitophel, but merely conversed with him, regarded him 
as his master, guide, and familiar friend, how much more 
ought one who does learn from his fellow a chapter, rule, 
verse, expression, or even a single letter, to pay him 
honour ? ' 

Both the suggested original reading and its current form 
call for some comment : 

(1) Ps. 55. 14, cited in the Baraita, is to be taken in 
connexion with the following verse (15) : ' We took sweet 
counsel together ', viz. conversed together as familiar friends. 5 
This makes the inference in our Baraita evident. Also 
the emphatic 1373 after D*"J2n3B> SOK becomes now perfectly 
intelligible. 

(2) The usual reading (0 , "!?"l '■JB') is very old. It is of 
interest to note that it is older than Raba, who had the 
reading nnr] ijjp. The Gemara to Kalla, c. viii, which 
is identical with Abot, c. vi. 3, remarks on the passage 
in question 1*31 N31 -|BK ?WJ we ,Bnn W K7N. Thus, 
Raba, who flourished in the first half of the fourth century, 
goes on to determine what these two cases were wherein 
David obtained guidance from Ahitophel. 

(3) Our Baraita is anonymous. The previous Agadah, 
Abot vi. 3, is by R. Joshua b. Levi. Though some texts 

5 Probably in our text the indication 1''31 after .'JJTOl has fallen out. 
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read 'ano loiri 5>ai (instead of *7Di>n S»a), which implies 
that it is the continuation of this Rabbi's saying, it is 
very doubtful whether he is really its author. Thus Bacher 
{Agada der Pal. Amoraer, i. 137) rightly does not include 
it among the sayings of R. Joshua b. Levi. In Midrash 
Ps. c. $$ (ed. Buber, p. 146) there is indeed attributed 
to him an opinion that David called Ahitophel teacher. 6 
But here too the authorship is problematic, as a comparison 
of the parallel texts shows (see Buber's note, no. 8). 

(4) Moreover, the underlying Agadah as to the relations 
of David and Ahitophel seems to be of an early date. It 
is anterior to R. Yohanan (died 280 C.E.) — a contemporary 
of R. Joshua ben Levi — who amplifies it in Sanh. 106 b. 
Whereas our Baraita only mentions that David called 
Ahitophel master, guide, and acquaintance, R. Yohanan 
depicts three stages in their intercourse, during which the 
prestige of Ahitophel decreased, viz. first David regarded 
him as his master, then as his colleague, and finally as his 
disciple. This fact furnishes internal evidence for assuming 
that our Baraita is of an earlier date. 

(5) The usual reading, which appears to bave been 
the current one as far back as the days of Raba, throws 
a flashlight on the process of transmission of this Baraita. 
Whatever proofs may or may not be forthcoming that the 
canonical Mishna was tradited orally, this uncanonical 
('extraneous') Mishna found its way from Palestine to 
Babylon in a written form. Only in a written text could 
a copyist misread ^1^"[ V.f for C*"i2n32>. One could hardly 
account for it in an oral transmission. 

6 ,nu!>nn nx iidd nw moa •>& p yciir 'n nox ?»:njo mc 
iid ptidj inir "\m ynii /nin no^oi •an nw iai5>n. 



